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In remembrance
Val’s call
The story begins in December 2014, with the following cell 
phone text from Val:
“Hi John! An MRI of my back has revealed a bulging    
disk and pinched nerve, but it is not definitive; an 
associated invasive malignancy or myeloma is possible 
(but not probable). I had blood work today to look for 
cancer markers, and I will have a CT scan tomorrow. 
Given my family history [of back pain], however, I’m 
assuming this is a purely mechanical problem that is not 
cancer.”
Beyond ominous news, this text reveals important things 
about Val. Even concerning his own life, Val insisted on 
the analysis of probabilities and empirical data. He trusted 
observations and demanded a complete set of observa-
tions. Finally, the text message was written with optimism, 
proper punctuation, and no short cuts. These are all 
emblematic of his career and his interrogation of nature. 
Val has a wide circle of friends and cared for many 
people. Whenever he would greet friends, there would be 
hugs and intense exchanges about life, family, and science 
(in that order). It became clear in January 2015 that cancer 
was present, and he later reported with optimism that his 
prior probability of 6-month survival had been revised 
upwards from 0.03 to 0.07. Jim Elser, Yves Prairie, Jack 
Jones, and I then determined that a celebration of his life and 
accomplishments might be premature (p = 0.07) but might 
also be timely (p = 0.93).
We invited friends to a special symposium in Lawrence, 
Kansas, on 12–13 April 2015. He was unable to attend an 
ASLO meeting in Spain, so we justified our convergence as 
bringing the meeting to him (see supplemental material). 
This collection of papers is the Festschrift that emerged from 
our gathering.
Val was raised in Texas and then studied limnology 
with John O’Brien at the University of Kansas, where he 
earned BS degrees in chemistry and in biology. He earned 
an MS in ecology at Rutgers  and a PhD with Joe Shapiro 
and Dave Tilman at University of Minnesota. He was a 
postdoc with Frank Rigler at McGill University, building 
lifelong Montreal friendships. He moved to a faculty post 
at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill then 
another at Université de Montréal. In 1993 he accepted his 
post at KU.
Val and Marilyn Smith met while undergrads at KU and 
have been successful collaborators inside and outside of 
science. Dr. Marilyn S. Smith works in microbiology, 
molecular genetics, and immunology, and she and Val 
have two daughters: Niki, a freelance artist in Germany 
specializing in graphic stories and novels; and Rosie, a 
geology student at the University of Utah and member of the 
Utah Air National Guard.
Val’s research focused on relationships between resource 
supplies and the structure and function of biological 
systems; he worked in freshwater, marine, terrestrial, 
medical, and bio-energy systems. His >110 peer-reviewed 
publications have been cited >15 000 times with an H-index 
of 46. He published 16 new manuscripts in the past year. He 
has received several awards for teaching and scholarship, 
including ASLO’s prestigious John Martin Award. 
When I spoke to him for the last time the conversation 
started from his end with, “Well, shit, John-O!” Not 
surprising under the circumstances. For this preface, he 
wanted all to know that empirical science is wonderful 
because it lets nature tell its own story. He wanted me to say 
that if we take an empirical approach, when we are wrong 
about interpretations (we eventually will be), the data will 
still be as right as the methods allow. He said that he has 
enjoyed framing his science in theory but, in the end, it’s 
the patterns and relationships that matter and give longevity 
to our science. He also said that it has been the sharing of 
hard times and good ones with friends that build rich 
scientific relationships. He said that sharing those truly 
tough times somehow makes the hard things easier and the 
good times more beautiful. He finished our conversation 
with, “It’s not good, mon ami, but c’est la vie!” It seemed 
irrefutable, somehow. His life ended on 2 April 2016. 
These papers are dedicated to the memory of Val Smith, 
true friend, and extraordinarily dedicated scientist. We hope 
they signify the scientific camaraderie that his tenure as one 
of Earth’s principal stewards of water has engendered. 
Val Smith near the water, where he 
loved to be. Photo by Marilyn Smith.
This special collection in Inland Waters honors a most friendly, kind, and caring 
colleague who has made huge contributions to limnology, many other biological and 
geophysical sciences, and the fabric of the science community.
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